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children—1I don’t mind if they would like to go for limou

sines. But do not lock us in a place where you don'’t need to-

live beside us and then say you want to be my ‘partner.’ 1

don’t accept that kind of ‘partner.’ No one would—unless he.

was a fool or had no choice.”

But that is the bitter part of it. The same political figures

who extol the role of business have made certain that these

poor black people would have no real choice. Cutting back -

“the role of government and then suggesting that the poor
can turn to businessmen who lobbied for such cuts is cynical
indeed. But many black principals in urban schools know
very well that they have no alternative; so they learn to swal-

low their pride, subdue their recognitions and their dignity, -

and frame their language carefully to win the backing of
potential “business partners.” At length they are even willing
to adjust their schools and their curricula to serve the cor.
porate will: as the woman in Chicago said, to train the ghetto
children to be good employees. This is an accomplished fact
today. A new generation of black urban school officials has

been groomed to settle for a better version of unequal seg-
regated education.
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CHAPTER 3

The Savage Inequalities
of Public Education
in New York

where there is no distinction of class,’

goigozsgz wrote of the United.States_ 130 years

ago, “a child is not born to the station of its parents,

but with an indefinite claim to all the prizes that}-1 cm;1 Esrwznf
by thought and labor. It is in conformity with the t uthy o
equality . . . 1o give as near as poss:i?ie ‘t‘o every '{1“) o
equal state in life.” Americans, he said, “are unwi mfgcom_
any should be deprived in childhood of the means of ‘
Petit;‘ltﬂi: hard to read these words today without a,s_e.nse”{?f
irony and sadness. Denial of “the means of c.:ompvettiltlo:tiozrsi
perhaps the single most consistent outcome of thf e ucC ton
offered to poor children in the schools of ouri_a.rger ties;

and nowhere is this pattern of denial more exz Elt o

absolute than in the public schools c?f _New Y9r fi}tiyéw York
Average expenditures per pup}i‘ in the city (c;_ pork
in 1987 were some $5,500. In the highest spending suIe bs
of New York (Great Neck or Manhasset, for ggam{ih’the

Long Island) funding levels rose above $11,000, with tr
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highest districts in the state at $15,000. “Why ... ” asks the
city’s Board of Education, “should our students receive less” _
than do “similar students” who live elsewhere? “The inequity'

is clear.”

But the inequality to which these words refer goes even.;
further than the school board may be eager to reveal, “It js

perbaps the supreme irony,” says the nonprofit Communit
Service Society of New York, that “the same Board of Edu-

cation which perceives so clearly the inequities” of fundin
| p ¥ q g

between separate towns and cities “is perpetuating similar

inequities” right in New York. And, in comment on the
Board of Education’s final statement
~—the CSS observes, “New York City’s poorest . . . districts
could adopt that eloquent statement with few changes.”

New York City’s public schools are subdivided into 32
school districts. District 10 encompasses a large part of the
Bronx but is, effectively, two separate districts. One of these
districts, Riverdale, is in the northwest section of the Bronx.
Home to many of the city's most sophisticated and well-
educated families, its elementary schools have relatively few -
low-income students. The other section, to the south and
east, is poor and heavily nonwhite. )

The contrast between public schools in each of these two
neighborhoods is obvious to any visitor. At Public School 24
in Riverdale, the principal speaks enthusiastically of his
teaching staff. At Public School 79, serving poorer children
to the south, the principal says that he is forced to take the
“tenth-best” teachers. “I thank God they're still breathing,”
he remarks of those from whom he must select his teachers.

Some years ago, District 10 received an allocation for
computers. The local board decided to give each elementary
school an equal number of computers, even though the
schools in Riverdale had smaller classes and far fewer stu-
dents. When it was pointed out that schools in Riverdale, as
a result, had twice the number of computers in proportion
to their student populations as the schools in the poor neigh-
borhoods, the chairman of the local board replied, “What is
fair is what is determined . . . to be fair.”

The superintendent of District 10, Fred Goldberg, tells
the New York Times that “every effort” is made “to distribute
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might
; i " lates that some gap
: equitably.” He specu : might
res‘ou‘:::i;usz someyof the poorer sc}_mols ne.ed;lt: usgnS nds
gz*sxilarked for computers to buy basic supplies like p

paper.

Asked about the differences in teachers noted by the

1 ip N h t. ,

. : v of
Pext year he’ll begin a program to improve the quality ©
n

schools, he says, “I think it's demographics.”

Questioned about differences

i d

Sometimes a school principal, whatever hls.liziackgxizugis

h'o olitics, looks into the faces of the chi re?hmu s
:zhoz gnd offers disarming statement that cuts g

official ambiguity. “These are the kids most in need,” says

inci f the low-income

ry, the principal of one o” \ ¢

E(lilwaig ‘?:;:iletgey getlzhe worst teachers.” For cf‘ul;isenrz :d

sd(E Z:‘;e’needs in his overcrowded rooms, he sagfs{( 0); eed
a:xvoutstanding teacher. And what do you get: g

worst.”

In order to find Public School 261 in Distréct 10,3;1 ;f:;.:;c;r
is told to look for a mortician’s office. Th; ux:(eris - [c;
:jfhich faces Jerome Avenue in the Nhortil‘ 1"(::; \ ’door y to
i isn .
i i [its green awning. T'he school oor, In &
lfcci:f'rr;t;? rzilleir-si;ting rink. No sign identifies the building

is no flag. .
: ﬂai}:ﬂgﬁ,&‘i:;:;e;: front of the school there 15 an elevated

i it i ffic fills the street. The existence
g?tt);:z tsﬁitasgl lll: 3%1’?!.:::1;’;’ ::g;cealed within this crowded city
bt stibule between the outer and 'mnei g}a‘sis'l '?:1):;;
of thl: sih‘:ol there is a sign with these words: All chi
e Capabledofgzai:::rg ;ioors a guard is seated. The %03by 155

Bﬁjg)n arrow. The ceiling is low. There are no w‘ljn (;:;'{é

S e e hers that I see at first are middle-age ;
oo E;E;IC_ erincipal, who is also a white woman, te 1s 3%}8
that the hi)(]:l’s “capacity” is 900 but that there are 1, 00
thE_lt o S};: re. The size of classes for fifth ;jnd saxtl'}i) grahe
z?aggzzﬁ i:f N;aw York, she says, is “capped” at 32, but s
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says that class size in the sch

i ool goes “up to 34.” (1] '

. ater see
;l:zies;htog.f:;cr, as large as 37.) Classes for younger chif i
, on, are “capped at 25,” but h '
above this limit if it ¢ in the reom. Lok
puts an extra adult in the roo '

m. Lack o

space, she says, prevents the school from operating a pref

kindergarten program.

I ask the principal where her children go to school. They '

are enrolled in private school, she says.

LS
Lunchtime is a challenge for us,” she explains. “Limited

space obliges us to do it i i i :
space tin tbree shifts, 450 children at a
SOda’}I‘:;if;i:ol;)s ali"(e s;a;ce and children have to share their
s books. The principal says there i
. ere is one full-ti

. f?:fﬂ counselor ;.md another who is here two days a we;;fl:
a::hodf 93((; chlldt:en to one counselor. The carpets a.re

Sp ) c'::“1 and sometimes taped together to conceal an open
pace. “I could use some new rugs,” she observes P

To make up for the building’s lack of windows and the

f:g;;d;? tf;:eling %lat results, the staff puts plants and fish
€ corridors. Some of the plants are flourishi
o
Two boys, released from class, are in a corridor l;)l;;hdl? ga;

tank, their noses pressed against the glass. A school of pink- :

:isi)wf:fh[ }il:side t_};e tank are darting back and forth. Farther
Co - . - * )
. rridor a small Hispanic girl is watering the
Two first grade classes shar i .
_  firs re a single room without
:;réd:v;rgxctilllwg:% onliy by ? blackboard. Four kindergar?e:n&sl
ade class of Spanish-speaki !
been packed into a sin i which, st have
: gle room in which, again, there i
window. A second grade biling 3% ehildren has s
ual class of 3 i i
own room but again there is ngo windo:v? 7 children has i
appei)t;eei::gr; .g’ci%%c, tl}:e lunchroom is already packed with
ife. The kids line up to get their m
. - - !
gztt:)h;?u in 1!;en minutes. After that, wigth no placee?hs;yﬂ;:rr:
ay, they sit and wai il it’s ti ine {
go to play, y sit and wait until it’s time to line up and go
On the second floor I visi
! | st four classes -taki
gil]fl:; l;zinother 3ndmded space. The room has a }oi:rl%:esiz(ige
. abinets and movable blackboards gi -
isolation to each class. Again, there aregxgev;;gl:gsdegree o
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room. I count approximate
books, I ask a teacher if encyclopedias and other reference
books are kept in classrooms.

plies. “That is for the suburbs.”

* possible because there is no p
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windowless and claustrophobic

The library is a tiny,
1y 700 books. Seeing no reference

“We don’t have encyclopedias in classrooms,” she re-

The school, I am told, has 26 computérs for its 1,300

children. There is one small gym and children get one pe-
riod, and sometimes two, each week. Recess, however, is not
layground. “Head Start,” the

principal says, “scarcely exists in District 10, We have no

space.”
The school, I am told, is 90 percent black and Hispanic;

the other 10 percent are Asian, white or Middle Eastern.
In a sixth grade social studies class the walls are bare of
words or decorations. There seems to be no ventilation sys-

tem, or, if one exists, it isn’t working.
The class discusses the Nile River and the Fertile Cres-

cent.

The teacher, in a droning vo
these civilizations developed close to rivers?”

A child, in a good loud voice: “What kind of question is

that?”

In my
feeling—being in a buildin
metal ducts across the room.

phyxiated. ...

On the top floor of the school, a sixth grade of 30 chil-
dren shares a room with 29 bilingual second graders. Be-
cause of the high class size there is an assistant with each
teacher. This means that 59 children and four grown-ups-—
63 in all—must share a room that, in a suburban school,

would hold no more than 20 children and one teacher.

There are, at least, some outside windows in this room—it is
the only room with windows in the school-—and the room
has a high ceiling. Itis a relief to see some daylight.

I return to see the kindergarten classes on the ground
floor and feel stifled once again by lack of air and the low
ceiling. Nearly 120 children and adults are doing what they
can to make the best of things: 80 children in four kinder-

ice: “How is it useful that

notes 1 find these words: “An uncomfortable
g with no windows. There are
Do they give air? 1 feel as-
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ggr}ten classes, 30 children in the sixth grade class, and about

¢ e:i Cthg';'gwn-u‘ps who are aides and teachers. The kindergar.
ildren sitting on the worn ru ich i )

» which is patched wi
tape, look up at me and i o me as 1
s turn their
b sianiab dy ‘ heads to follow me as I

As I leave the school, a sixth grade teacher stops to talk.

suburbs. They have 17 to 20 children in a class. Average class

size in this school is 30. :

" «The school is 29 percent black, 70 percent Hispanic.
Few of these kids get Head Start. There is no space in the
district. Of 200 kindergarten children, 50 maybe get some

kind of preschool.”

Iask Ther.i:Is there air conditioning in warmer weather?”
gnswe::(;oe:}jf wlil_ziz m?de the building, are reluctant to give
is kind of question. Qutside idew
' ki ‘ . , on the sidewalk
she is less constrained: “I had an awful room last year. In thé

winter it was 56 degrees. In the summer it was up to 90, It

was sweltering.”
I ask her, “ i ¢
ing?" 1, “Do the children ever comment on the build-

“They dop’t say,” she answers, “but they know.”

i Zisik ;:er if they see it as a racial message '

these children see TV,” she says. “ ]
. . ys. “They k

s;:b_urban schools‘ are like. Then they look arozm; (:;ve:}hai
their school. This was a roller-rink, you know. Th:y

don’t comment on i g
on it but you s ;
stand.” you see it in their eyes. They under-

On the following morning I visit P.S. 79, another ele- - .

gs::cz;tranryt school in the same district. “We work under difficult
stances,” says the principal -
Doy mances,” <2 . pal, James Carter, who is
. was built to hold one th
Yon b e schoo € thousand students.
/ »200. We are badly overcrowded. W
classes but, to do this, w. e T aalter
. . we would need more spa ’
‘ ce. I can
five tSeachers. I'would have no place to put t}}a)em ” tadd
. t;rlz;e;xpe‘rts, I 1t::bserve:, believe that class size isn’t a real
. 1smisses this abruptly. “It doesn’ i
e, He dis tly. oesn’t take a genius to
_ you learn more in a smaller cl
: ass. I have to by
some 60 kindergarten chi © no
ildren elsewhere, si I
space for them. When the where gt oo
space ¥ return next year, where do I put
- Ilcan.t set up a computer lab. I have no room. I had to
p « -class into the .hbrary. I'have no librarian. There are two .
lgj‘zldn;:ls:um‘:sl upstairs but they cannot be used for sports. We.
ore classes there. It’s unfair to measure us against the
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I ask him how much difference preschool makes.
“Those who get it do appreciably better. I can’t overes-

 timate its impact but, as I have said, we have no space.”

The school tracks children by ability, he says. “There are
fve to seven levels in each grade. The highest level is equiv-
alent to ‘gifted’ but ir's not a full-scale gifted program. We
don’t have the funds. We have no science room. The science
teachers carry their equipment with them.”

We sit and talk within the nurse’s room. The window is’
broken. There are two holes in the ceiling. About a quarter
of the ceiling has been patched and covered with a plastic
garbage bag.

“Ideal class size for these kids would be 15to 20. Will
these children ever get what white kids in the suburbs take
for granted? I don’t think so. If you ask me why, I'd have to
speak of race and social class. 1 don’t think the powers that
be in New York City understand, or want to understand,
that if they do not give these children a sufficient education’
to lead healthy and productive lives, we will be their victims
later on. We'll pay the price someday—in violence, in eco-
nomic costs. I despair of making this appeal in any terms but

these. You cannot issue an appeal to conscience in New York

today. The fair-play argument won't be accepted. So you
speak of violence and hope that it will scare the city into
action.” '

While we talk, three children who look six or seven years
old come to the door and ask to see the nurse, who isn't in
the school today. One of the children, a Puerto Rican girl,
looks haggard. “I have a pain in my tooth,” she says. The
principal says, “The nurse is out. Why don't you call your
mother?” The child says, “My mother doesn’t have a phone.”
The principal sighs. “Then go back to your class.” When she
leaves, the principal is angry. “It's amazing to me that these
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children ever make it with the obstacles they face. Many do
care and they do try, but there’s a feeling of despair. The
parents of these children want the same things for their chil-
dren that the parents in the suburbs want. Drugs are not the
cause of this. They are the symptom. Nonetheless, they're
used by people in the suburbs and rich people in Manhattan
as another reason to keep children of poor people at a dis-
tance.” :

I'ask him, “Will white children and black children ever
go to school together in New York?”

“I don’t see it,” he replies. “I just don’t think it’s going
to happen. It’s a dream. I simply do not see white folks in
Riverdale agreeing to cross-bus with kids like these. A few,
maybe. Very few. I don’t think I'll live to see it happen.”

Lask him whether race is the decisive factor. Many ex-
perts, I observe, believe that wealth is more important in
determining these inequalities.

“This,” he says—and sweeps his hand around him at the
room, the garbage bag, the ceiling—*“would not happen to
white children.”

In a kindergarten class the children sit cross-legged on
a carpet in a space between two walls of books. Their 26 faces
are turned up to watch their teacher, an elderly black

woman. A little boy who sits beside me is involved in trying .

to tie bows in his shoelaces. The children sing a song: “Lift
Every Voice.” On the wall are these handwritten words:
“Beautiful, also, are the souls of my people.”

In a very small room on the fourth floor, 52 people in
two classes do their best to teach and learn. Both are first
grade classes. One, | am informed, is “low ability.” The other
is bilingual.

“The room is barely large enough for one class,” says
the principal.

The room is 25 by 50 feet. There are 26 first graders
and two adults on the left, 22 others and two adults on the
right. On the wall there is the picture of a small white child,

circled by a Valentine, and a Gainsborough painting of a

child in a formal dress.
“We are handicapped by scarcity,” one of the teachers
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says. “One fifth of these children may be at grade level by
- 3 end'n .

the Yfialt;;y who may be seven years old climbs on my lap

without an invitation and removes my glas.ses‘.‘ He studies my

face and runs his fingers through my hair. “You have nice

hair,” he says. I ask him where he lives and he replies, “Times

Square Hotel,” which is a homeless shelter in Manhattan.

I ask him how he gets here.

“With my father. On the train,” he says. .

“How long does it take?”

“It takes an hour and a half.”

I ask him when he leaves his home. i

“My mother wakes me up at five o'clock.

“When do you leave?”

“Six-thirty.” . :

I ask him how he gets back to Times Squ’a,tre.

“My father comes to get me after sghooi.

From my notes: “He rides the train three houride‘l;ery
day in order to attend this segregated sc_hool. It wou E a
shorter ride to Riverdale. There are rapid shuttle-vans that
make that trip in only 20 ;nim;ltes. thy _)riot let him go to

i in Manhattan, for that matters:
SChoitrtlgi};e o'clock the nurse arrives to do her ‘r‘ecordke&;?-
ing. She tells me she is here three days a week. “The p;: ; ic
hospital we use for an emergency 18 called North Qemr&_. t's
not a hospital that I will use if I am given any chome.d bamc;
in the private hospitals are far more likely to be staffed by a
ienced physician.”

expeé";:«‘: hesifatzs a bit as 1 take out my pen,. but then goes
on: “T'll give you an example. A little girl 1 saw last week gn
school was trembling and shaking and could not control the
motions of her arms. | was concerned and called her homi
Her mother came right up to.school and tqok'her to Nor;
Central. The intern concluded that the child was u_pse}:_ y
“family matters'—nothing more—that there was nothing
wrong with her. The mother was offended by the t'ilagn?rstlls. |
She did not appreciate his words or his assumpuons}.l he
truth is, there was nothing wrong at home. She brought ;} €
child back to school. I thought that she was ill. I told her
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mother, ‘Go to Monte

ﬁore._ It's a private hospital, and we

respected. :
X hepchi;:j hSIC;e took my advice, thank God. It ¢ _ ee-shaded streets close to the school can cost up to $1 mil-
ment ad a neurological disorder. 'Sf;e . umed_om tha ion. The excellence of P.S. 24, according to the principal,
“This is the ki ‘ 18 Mow in treat- ds to the value of these homes. Advertisements in the New
that the o ¢ kind of thing our children f; ' York Times will frequently inform prospective buyers that a
own ¢ € aty _underserves this population? Y ace. Am I saying house is “in the neighborhood of P.S. 24.” '
onclusions.” ? YOu can draw your ‘ The school serves 825 children in the kindergarten

through sixth grade. This is approximately half the student
population crowded into P.S. 79, where 1,550 children fill 2
space intended for 1,000, and a great deal smaller than the
1,300 children packed into the former skating rink; but the
principal of P.S. 24, a capable and energetic man named
David Rothstein, still regards it as excessive for an elemen-
-tary school.
The school is integrated in the strict sense that the mid-
" dle- and upper-middle-class white children here do-occupy a
 building that contains some Asian and Hispanic and black
children; but there is little integration in the classrooms since
“the vast majority of the Hispanic and black children are as-
“signed to “special” classes on the basis of evaluations that
“ have classified them “EMR”—"educable mentally retarded”
: —or else, in the worst of cases, “TMR”-"“trainable mentally
- retarded.”
I ask the principal if any of his students qualify for free-
lunch programs. “About 130 do,” he says. “Perhaps another
35 receive their lunches at reduced price. Most of these kids
are in the special classes. They do not come from this neigh-
borhood.”

‘The very few. nonwhite children that one sees in main-
stream classes tend to be Japanese or else of other Asian
origins. Riverdale, I learn, has been the residence of choice
for many years to members of the diplomatic corps.

The school therefore contains effectively two separate
schools: one of about 130 children, most of whom are poor,
Hispanic, black, assigned to one of the 12 special classes; the
other of some 700 mainstream students, almost all of whom
are white or Asian.

There is a third track also—this one for the students
who are labeled “talented” or “gifted.” This is termed a “pull-
out” program since the children who are so identified remain

in mainstream classrooms but are taken out for certain pe-

Two months Iz Ma
/0 m €T, on a day j
is:f:oql I Riverdale. The do;;zcli\g azz, ’
1 in front of P.8. 24 are in full blossn

There is a well.t
park three blockzng oy sross the

Ivisit an eiementary'.
d magnolias on the
Om on the day I vigje,
street, another larger
f the school s 4 play-
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next, I see 23 children, 3ll of whom are white or Asian. In
another first grade, there are 22 white children and two oth-
rary i A ! ers who are Japanese. There is a computer in each class.
“g?ﬁe?fgéi: a(:ifmti}:; dp::}bltl;isschools. Children identified as _ Every classroom also has a modern fitted sink.
most cases, will remain dhn, It{mgx.‘arn in first grade and, in : In a second grade class of 22 children, there are two
ever, there are two tracks o Or SIX years. Even here, how- - black children and three Asian children. Again, there is a
acks of the gifted. The regular . sink and a computer. A sixth grade social studies class has
only one black child. The children have an in-class research
. area that holds some up-to-date resources. A set of encyclo-
pedias (World Book, 1985) is in a rack beside a window. The
recei R . - children are doing a Spanish language lesson when I enter.
el;;fsoiiuguiﬁa;:sg"?::t'ai ) . . Foreign languages begin in sixth grade at the school, but
impressive fourth graée childnmg ten intensely verbal and - Spanish is offered also to the kindergarten children. As in
Asian. The “special” chuce | I‘tzn, x;me are white and one is every room at P.S, 24, the window shades are cleanagd new,
has twelve children of wh enter first, by way of contrast, - the floor is neatly tiled in gray and green, and there is not a
S ~oTen of whom only one is white and none is single light bulb missing.
schoolwide patiern eakdowns prove to be predictive of the : Walking next into a special class, I see twelve chéiéren.
In a classroom for the gift d - - Oneis white. Eleven are black. There are no Asian children.
school, I ask a child what th giited on .the first floor .of the - The room is half the size of mainstream classrooms. “Be-
at the class is doing. “Logic and syllo- cause of overcrowding,” says the principal, “we have had to
s fitted with a planetarium. ~ split these rooms in half.” There is no computer and no sink.
:: I enter another special class. Of seven children, five are
black, one is Hispanic, one is white. A little black boy with a
5 . large head sits in the far corner and is gazing at the ceiling.
. ; ccordmg to my notes, there “Placement of these kids,” the principal explains, “can
;ﬁ,abi?ﬁ;?:; IS]}::E ;il;thh:(iidbbeen built to hold a planetar- usually be traced to neurological damage.”
for the small Lbe | ad been removed to free up space In my notes: “How could so many of these children be
spacious lib har)’ coltection.. P.S. 24, in contrast, has 2 brain-damaged?”
rary that holds.almost. 8,000 books. The windows Next door to the special class is a woodworking shop.
i “This shop is only for the special classes,” says the principal.
The children learn to punch in time cards at the door, he
says, in order to prepare them for employment.
thf:‘ former skating rink. The fourth grade gifted class, in which I spend the last
l a;"laf?bfhe principal says, - part of the day, is humming with excitement. “I start with
on 00ls of District 10, can draw - these children in the first grade,” says the teacher. “We pull
Ehr::g;;;efwizf;fx V:il:;iﬁsrs who staff the room in shifts them out of mainstream %asses on the basis of their test
dent funds to buy m};terials ?Igl”?;i‘;sgt:or; also raises indepen- results and other factors such as ti‘xe opinion of their teach-
be running a fund-raiser o ¢ ing books, and will soon - ers. Out of this group, beginning in third grade, I pull out

In a large and nhance the library’s collection, the ones who show the most potential, and they enter classes
8¢ and sunny first grade. classroom that I enter such as this one.” '
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holds a méager 700 books within-
The district can't afford lib
but P.S. 24, unlike the poorer sch
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the teacher says.

Speai?s 3:’:3;: I;geiii”esé:ting am;\;dnd a table with her classmates
olse; ¥ H "
fourth grade gifted gmgram.?” hame is Susan. We are in th 3

1 ask them what they're doing and a child says, “My

name is Lauri ’ i
urie and we’re doing proh!em-solving.”

T ask the children if reasonj
, _ asonin
they're things that you can learn.

£ i: h i }
.

school,” Susan says. «
e ys. “But we .
children dog't » also learn some things that other

L ask her to explain this.

“We know certain th; . :
cause we're tought them.”mgs that other kids don’t know be-
aimoi?etoh?:s praces on her teeth. Her long brown hair falls
TRI-LOGIC of:rtg:]sft' Her loose white T-shirt has the word

TOfMt, . .
father’s firm, nt. She tells me that Tri-Logic is her
Laurie elaborates o
1 n the same point: « .
you know. Some kinds of logic are,iz?s(:de’ofsome things

with. There are oth . you to start
er thi :
you.” ngs that someope needs to teach

g and logic are innate or if
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mental problem. What this program does is bring us o a
higher form of logic.”

The class is writing 2 new “Bill of Rights.” The children

already know the U.S. Bill of Rights and they explain its first
four items to me with precision. What they are examining
today, they tell me, is the very concept of a “right.” Then they
will create their own compendium of rights according to
their own analysis and definition. Along one wall of the class-

room, opposite the planetarium, are seven Apple 11 comput-
ers on which children have developed rather subtle color
animations that express the themes—of greed and domina-
tion, for example—that they also have described in writing.
“This is an upwardly mobile group,” the teacher later

: says. “They have exposure to whatever New York City has
- available. Their parents may take them to the theater, to

~ museums. .. .

1]

In my notes: “Six girls, four boys. Nine white, one
Chinese. 1 am glad they have this class. But what about the

| others? Aren’t there ten black children in the school who

could enjoy this also?”

The teacher gives me a newspaper written, edited and
computer-printed by her sixth grade gifted class. The chil-
dren, she tells me, are provided with a link to kids in Europe
for transmission of news stories. _

A science story by one student asks if scientists have ever
falsified their research. “‘Gregor Mendel,” the sixth grader
writes, “the Austrian monk who founded the science of ge-
netics, published papers on his work with peas that some
experts say were statistically too good to be true. Isaac New-
ton, who formulated the law of gravitation, relied on un-
seemly mathematical sleight of hand in his calculations. . . .
Galileo Galilei, founder of modern scientific method, wrote
about experiments that were so difficult to duplicate that
colleagues doubted he had done them.”

Another item in the paper, also by a sixth grade student,
is less esoteric: “The Don Cossacks dance company, from
Russia, is visiting the United States. The last time it toured
America was 1976. ... The Don Cossacks will be in New
York City for two weeks at the Neil Simon Theater. Don’t

miss it!”
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The tone is breezy-— .
“Don’t miss iti"-—-speak}si a 3:)1!{31;; Zggﬁdi?ﬂ. That phrase— marks that there is “no point” in putting further money “into
“What makes a good school?” ;:g tle in Riverdale. . ‘some poor districts” because, in his belief, “new teachers

we are talking later on. “The buiidjas s the principal when. ~would not stay there.” But the report observes that, in an
' ‘instance where beginning teacher salaries were raised by

nearly half, “that problem largely disappeared”—another in-

e a public lib . teresting reminder of the difference money makes when we

.. Our typical sixth grad torary, a park ‘are willing to invest it. Nonetheless, says the report, “the

grade level.” In a quieter voice he gracer reads at eighth perception that the poorest districts are beyond help still
colleagues work in schools like P.§ S'?gs’ I see how hard my remains. . . . Perhaps the worst result of such beliefs, says
those neighborhoods who live m 9. You have children in the report, is the message that resources would be “wasted
school five years behind. What dow:uai heg, They enter on poor children.” This message “trickles down to districts,
spreads his hands out on his desk they get?“ Then, as he - schools, and classrooms.” Children hear and understand this
myself why there should be an elem € says: “I have to ask theme—they are poor investments—and behave accord-
10 with fifteen hundred chi!dre;n e?;}alry school in District ingly. If society’s resources would be wasted on their desti-
an elementary school within a skari ¥y should there be nies, perhaps their own determination would be wasted too.

the Board of Ed allow this? Thj xating rink? Why should: “Expectations are a powerful force . . . ,” the CSS observes.
should be.” 7 s s not the way that things "Despite the evidence, the CSS report leans over back-
‘wards not to fuel the flames of racial indignation. “In the

present climate,” the report says, “suggestions of racism must

Stark as the inequities in Distr: : .
say that they are “mi?d”{ixzsc?m});s’;ir ict 10 appear » educators . be made with caution. However, it is inescapable that these
the city. Some of the most stunf)lin son to other situations in inequities are being perpetrated on [school] districts which
a report by the Community Servi%: lnsequ'ahty, according to ~ are virtually all black and Hispanic....” While the report
allocations granted by state legis] € Soclety, derives from " says, very carefully, that there is no “evidence” of “deliberate

gisiators to school districts individual discrimination,” it nonetheless concludes that

where they have political allj .
city get appmximg[e;y 90 cil;::.p:?e 5 0.?‘:“ districts in'the - “those who allocate resources make decisions over and over
uve grants, while the richest district };1 pr from these legisla- “again which penalize the poorest districts.” Analysis of city
each I\If)upﬂ' s have been given $14 for policy, the study says, “speaks to systemic bias which consti-
ewspapers in New Y ; ‘4 - tutes a conspiracy of effect. ... Whether consciously or not,
stances of the misallocationogtl’( r{e:slzu{i:ae:e “l‘r;gl;rgfd (::Ith?lzig i the system writes off s poorest students.”
ucation,” wrote the New o oard of Ed-
hit with bombshell Charg:s 0;’; Si':zitd durziixg July of 1987, “was It is not only at the grade-school level that inequities like
for fighting drug abuse and illi:eray that money earmarked - these are seen in New York City. Morris High School in the
funneled instead to schools in Weal?;Y n ghftto schools was | = South Bronx, for example, says a teacher who has taught
In receipt of extra legislative fz; a(;‘eaS. , _ here more than 20 years, “does everything an inanimate ob-
Post, affluent districts were funded “ Dds, according to the ject can do to keep children from being educated.”
than low-income districts.” The pa :a r?{;e l4n.mffs greater Blackboards at the school, according to the New York
areas were underfunded “with stlt)mfiainsai th-e CIEYS,PO"‘"eSt g Times, are “so badly cracked that teachers are afraid to let
The report by the Community 5 § consistency. . : students write on them for fear they’ll cut themselves. Some
official of the New York City Board of Eq Soqety ates an mornings, fallen chips of paint cover classrooms like snow.
Y Board of Education who re- - .. Teachers and students have come to see humor in the
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fifth floors, that reveal the full extent of Morris High's ne-
glect by New York City’s Board of Education. '
" Despite her warning, I am somewhat stunned to see a

| hﬁge hole in the ceiling of the stairwell on the school’s fourth

floor. The plaster is gone, exposing rusted metal bars
embedded in the outside wall. It will cost as much as $50
million to restore the school to an acceptable condition, she

- Teports.

Jack Forman, the head of the English department, is a
scholarly and handsome gray-haired man whose academic

* specialty is British literature. Sitting in his office in a pin-
- stripe shirt and red suspenders, his feet up on the table, he
" is interrupted by a stream of kids. A tiny ninth grade student

seems to hesitate outside the office door. Forman invites her

' to come in and, after she has given him a message (“Carmen -
* had to leave—for an emergency”) and gone to her next class,
~ his face breaks out into a smile. “She’s a lovely little kid.

These students live in a tough neighborhood, but they are
children and I speak to them as children.”

Forman says that freshman English students get a solid
diet of good reading: A Tale of Two Cities, Manchild in the
Promised Land, Steinbeck’s The Pearl, some African fiction, a
number of Greek tragedies. “We're implementing an AP
course [“advanced placement”—for pre-college students] for

* the first time. We don’t know how many children will succeed

in it, but we intend to try. Our mission is to stretch their
minds, to give them every chance to grow beyond their pres-
ent expectations.

“1 have strong feelings about getting past the basics. Too
many schools are stripping down curriculum to meet the
pressure for success on tests that measure only minimal
skills. That's why I teach a theater course. Students who
don’t respond to ordinary classes may surprise us, and sur-
prise themselves, when they are asked to step out on a stage.

“I have a student, Carlos, who had dropped out once
and then returned. He had no confidence in his ability, Then
he began to act. He memorized the part of Pyramus. Then
he played Sebastian in The Tempest. He had a photographic
memory. Amazing! He will graduate, I hope, this June.
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of slavery,” he says. “The-bird destroys himself because he
can’t escape the cage.”

“Why does he sing?” the teacher asks.

“He sings out of the longing to be free.”
At the end of class the teacher tells me, “Forty, maybe
45 percent out of this group will graduate.”

The counseling office is the worst room 1 have seen.

" There is a large blue barrel by the window.

“When it rains,” one of the counselors says, “that barrel

will be full.” 1 ask her how the kids react. “They would like

to see the rain stop in the office,” she replies.
The counselor seems to like the kids and points to three

. young women sitting at a table in the middle of the room.

One of them, an elegant tall girl with long dark hair, is study-
ing her homework. She’s wearing jeans, a long black coat, a
black turtleneck, a black hat with a bright red band. “I love
the style of these kids,” the counselor says. ‘

A very shy light-skinned girl waits by the desk. A trans-
fer from another school, she’s with her father. They fill out
certain transfer forms and ask the counselor some questions.
The father’s earnestness, his faith in the importance of these
details, and the child’s almost painful shyness stay in my
mind later.

At eleven o’clock, about 200 children in a top-floor room
are watching Forman'’s theater class performing The Creation
by James Weldon johnson. Next, a gospel choir sings—*1
once was lost and now am found”—and then a tall black
student gives a powerful delivery of a much-recited speech
of Martin Luther King while another student does an ago-
nizing, slow-paced slave ballet. The students seem mesmer-
ized. The speaker’s voice is strong and filled with longing.

“One day, the sons of former slaves and the sons of
former slave-owners will be able to sit down together at the
table of brotherhood.”

But the register of enroliment given to me by the prin-
cipal reflects the demographics of continued racial segrega-
tion: Of the students in this school, 38 percent are black,
62 percent Hispanic. There are no white children in the
building. :

The session ends with a terrific fast jazz concert by a
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points to the floor beside the water barrel. “I found wild

mushrooms growing in that corner.”
“Big fat ugly things with hairs,” says Victor.
Alexander then begins an explanation of the way that

" inequality becomes ensconced. “See,” he says, “the parents

of rich children have the money to get into better schools.

© Then, after a while, they begin to say, ‘Well, I have this. Why

not keep it for my children?’ In other words, it locks them
into the idea of always having something more. After that,

- these things-—the extra things they have—are seen like an

inheritance. They feel it’s theirs and they don’t understand
why we should question it.
“See, that's where the trouble starts. They get used to

-~ what they have. They think it's theirs by rights because they

had it from the start. So it leaves those children with a legacy

- of greed. I don’t think most people understand this.”

One of the counselors, who sits nearby, looks at me and

'; then at Alexander. Later he says, “It’s quite remarkable how

much these children see. You wouldn't know it from their
academic work. Most of them write poorly. There is a tre-
mendous gulf between their skills and capabilities. This gulf,
this dissonance, is frightening. I mean, it says so much about
the squandering of human worth. .. .”

I ask the students if they can explain the reasons for the
physical condition of the school.

“Hey, it's like a welfare hospital! You're getting it for
free,” says Alexander. “You have no power to complain.”

“Is money really everything?” I ask. ,

“It’s a nice fraction of everything,” he says. :

Janice, who is soft-spoken and black, speaks about the
overcrowding of the school. “I make it my business,” she
says, “to know my fellow students. But it isn’t easy when the
classes are so large. I had 45 children in my fifth grade class.
The teacher sometimes didn’t know you. She would ask you,
‘What's your name?’ ” :

“You want the teacher to know your name,” says Rosie,
who is Puerto Rican. “The teacher asks me, ‘Are you really
in this class? ‘Yes, I've been here all semester.” But she
doesn’t know my name.”

All the students hope to go to college. After college they
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floor beside my feet are several boxes that contain a “Regents
Action Plan” for New York City’s schools. Scattered across

- the floor amid the trash: “English Instructional Worksheets:

1684.”

“Think what we could do with this,” says Forman. “This
kind of room was meant for theater and to hold commence-
ments. Parents could enter directly from outside. The mural

" above the proscenium arch could be restored.

“This could be the soul of the school,” he says. “Hope-

* fully, three years from now, when Victor is a senior, we will

have this auditorium restored. That's my dream: to see him

. stand and graduate beneath this arch, his parents out there
* under the stained glass.” ‘

From my notes: “Morris High could be a wonderful
place, a centerpiece of education, theater, music, every kind
of richness for poor children. The teachers I've met are good
and energized. They seem to love the children, and the kids
deserve it. The building mocks their goodness.”

Like Chicago, New York City has a number of selective
high schools that have special programs and impressive up-
to-date facilities. Schools like Morris High, in contrast, says
the New York Times, tend to be “most overcrowded” and have
“the highest dropout rates” and “lowest scores.” In addition,
we read, they receive “less money” per pupil.

_ The selective schools, according to the Times, “compete
for the brightest students, but some students who might
qualify lose out for lack of information and counseling.”
Other families, says the paper, “win admission through polit-
ical influence.” .

The Times writes that these better-funded schools
should not be “the preserve of an unfairly chosen elite.” Yet,
if the experience of other cities holds in New York City, this
is what these special schools are meant to be. They are-in-
tended 10 be enclaves of superior education, private schools
essentially, within the public system.

New York City's selective admissions program, says the
principal of nonselective Jackson High, “has had the effect
of making Jackson a racially segregated high school. . .. Si-
multaneously, the most ‘difficult’ and ‘challenging’ black stu-
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success that they have had with those whom they enroll. One
such argument is made by the sociologist and writer Nathan
Glazer.

short supply in New York City, Glazer asks, “If they are
scarce, is their effectiveness maximized by scattering them”
to serve all children “or by their concentration” so that they
can serve the high-achieving? “I think there is a good argu-
. ment to be made that their effectiveness is maximized by
~ concentration. They, like their students, have peers to talk to
and work with and to motivate them.” While recognizing the
potential for inequity, Glazer nonetheless goes on, “I would
- argue that nowhere do we get so much for so little . . . than
where we bring together the gifted and competent. They
teach each other. They create an institution which provides
them with an advantageous . . . label.” ,
The points that Glazer makes here seem persuasive,
though I think he contemplates too comfortably the virtually
inevitable fact that “concentration” of the better teachers in
the schools that serve the “high-achieving” necessarily re-
quires a dilution of such teachers in the schools that serve
the poorest children. While disagreeing with him on the fair-
ness of this policy, I am not in disagreement on the question
of the value of selective schools and am not proposing that
such schools should simply not exist. Certain of these schools
—New York’s Bronx High School of Science, for instance,
Boston’s Latin School, and others—have distinguished his-
tories and have made important contributions to American
society.

these in every city, so that applicants for high school could
select from dozens of good options—so that even parents
who did not have the sophistication or connections to assist
their children in obtaining entrance to selective schools
would not see their kids attending truly bad schools, since
there would be none-—then it would do little harm if certain
of these schools were even better than the rest. In such a
‘situation, kids who couldn’t be admitted to a famous school
such as Bronx Science might be jealous of the ones who did

PUBLIC EDUCATION IN NEW YORK

Noting that excellent math and science teachers are in

If there were a multitude of schools afmost as good as
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~when she might have time to help him, but security precau-
tions at the school made this impossible. ~
- Sitting in his kitchen, I attempt to help him with his
math and English. In math, according to a practice test he
“has been given, he is asked to solve the following equation:
2% — 2 = 14. What is x?” He finds this baffling. In English,
he is told he’ll have to know the parts of speech. In the
sentence “Jack walks to the store,” he is unable to identify
the verb, ' .
He is in a dark mood, worried about this and other
problems. His mother has recently been diagnosed as having

. cancer. We leave the apartment and walk downstairs to the

street. He’s a full-grown young man, tall and quiet and
strong-looking; but out on the street, when it is time to say
good-bye, his eyes fill up with tears. '

In the fall of the year, he phones me at my home.
“There are 42 students in my science class, 40 in my English

- class—45 in my home room. When ail the kids show up, five

of us have to stand in back.”

A first-year English teacher at another high school in
the Bronx calls me two nights later: “I've got five classes——42
in each! We have no textbooks yet. I'm using my old text-
book from the seventh grade. They’re doing construction all
around me so the noise is quite amazing. They're actually
drilling in the hall outside my room. I have more kids than
desks in all five classes. :

“A student came in today whom I had never seen. I said,
‘We'll have to wait and see if someone doesn’t come so you
can have a chair.” She looked at me and said, ‘'m leaving.” ”

The other teachers tell her that the problem will resolve
itself. “Half the students will be gone by Christmastime, they
say. It's awful when you realize that the school is counting on
the failure of one half my class. If they didn’t count on it,
perhaps it wouldn’t happen. If I began with 20 students in a
class, I'd have lots more time to spend with each of them. I'd
have a chance to track them down, go to their homes, see
them on the weekends. . .. I don't understand why people
in New York permit this.”

One of the students in her class, she says, wrote this two-
line poem for Martin Luther King:
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